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 Introduction 
 
The climate of epistemological and intellectual uncertainty being experienced in most academic 
disciplines and fields at present (McWilliam 1993, p.199) has significant and far-reaching 
implications for the conceptualisation and presentation of research, particularly in the social 
sciences. Although, as Lather (1986, p.63) points out, positivism still remains as the orthodox 
approach to doing empirical research in the social sciences, it is also the case that a paradigm 
shift has taken place and that we are now in a postpositivist era (Anderson, 1989, p.250; Lather, 
1986, p.63). The foundation of this new paradigm, according to Lather,  
...is the cumulative, trenchant, and increasingly definitive critique of the inadequacies of 
positivist assumptions in the face of the complexities of human experience. (1986, p.63) 
As the orthodox positivistic paradigm for enquiry in the social sciences proves obsolete, new 
visions are required. The result, as Lather explains, 
...is a rich ferment in contemporary discourse regarding empirical research in the human 
sciences--a discourse spanning epistemological, theoretical, and to a much lesser degree, 
methodological issues. (1986, p.63) 
 
 
The challenges and opportunities for researchers working within this "rich ferment" are both 
many and new, particularly for those who are completing major (usually doctoral) projects in 
the social sciences in general, and education in particular. Notwithstanding the possibility of 
contracting what McWilliam has referred to as "Post-Modernist Tension" (1993, p.199) in this 
new environment, new epistemological and methodological approaches to representing and 
interpreting social reality are emerging out of the somewhat chaotic present situation--and not 
least for those who desire to privilege a social justice agenda in their research approach. The 
research project being undertaken by the author of this paper--higher degree research into the 
reception of teacher education policy at a particular institutional site of teacher education 
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provision in Queensland--privileges a social justice agenda in that it is concerned both to 
advance emancipatory theory building and to empower the researched (Lather, 1986, p.64). One 
"methodological experiment" which has grown out of the postpositivist ferment (Anderson, 
1989, p.250) and which seems to promise a way forward in this regard is critical ethnography 
(e.g. Anderson, 1989; Angus, 1986a, 1986b; Maseman, 1982). 
 
 
Critical ethnography in the field of education is the result of a dialectic between theoretical and 
methodological debates in the social sciences more generally. As Anderson explains: 
On the one hand, critical ethnography has grown out of dissatisfaction with social accounts of 
"structures" like class, patriarchy, and racism in which real human actors never appear. 
On the other hand, it has grown out of dissatisfaction with cultural accounts of human 
actors in which broad structural constraints like class, patriarchy, and racism never 
appear. Critical theorists in education have tended to view ethnographers as too 
atheoretical and neutral in their approach to research. Ethnographers have tended to 
view critical theorists as too theory driven and biased in their research. And so it goes. 
(Anderson, 1989, p.249) 
Critical ethnography, then, can be seen as a convergence between two largely independent 
trends in epistemology and social theory. As a methodology, it is seen as offering certain 
advantages over other versions of ethnography as Angus (1986a) points out: 
[critical ethnography]...is capable of bridging the gap between macro- and micro-analysis 
because it addresses the dialectic between broad issues of social structure and issues of 
social interaction which involve human agents. Moreover,...critical ethnography is also 
appropriate for the cumulative work of interrogating theory with data and vice versa. 
(1986a, p.61) 
But perhaps the strongest attraction of critical ethnographic research, acknowledged by writers 
such as Anderson (1989), Angus (1986a, 1986b) and Maseman (1982), is its commitment to 
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organisational and ultimately social transformation in the direction of social justice and 
empowerment. As Lather (1986) testifies in her discussion of "openly ideological research 
approaches": 
Feminist research, neo-Marxist critical ethnography and Freirian "empowering" research all 
stand in opposition to prevailing scientific norms through their "transformative agendas" 
and their concern with research as praxis. Each argues that scientific "neutrality" and 
"objectivity" serve to mystify the inherently ideological nature of research in the human 
sciences and to legitimate privilege based on class, race and gender. (Lather, 1986, p.64) 
Of course, it should be pointed out that research which is openly value based, such as critical 
ethnography, is neither more nor less ideological than is mainstream positivist research. Rather, 
in its commitment to challenging the status quo and attempting to contribute to a more 
egalitarian social order, critical ethnography has made an "epistemological break" from the 
positivist insistence upon researcher neutrality and objectivity (Lather, 1986, p.64). 
 
 
Thus, critical ethnography seems to promise a way forward for educational research in general 
and for the particular research endeavour being undertaken by the author of this paper. An 
investigation of the reception of teacher education policy at a local site of higher education can, 
through critical ethnographic research, illuminate the process and mechanisms by which the 
macro-forces of the society wide education system, including teacher education, are both 
reproduced and mediated through the everyday lived experience and perceptions of human 
agents (such as senior academic and teaching staff) at the local level. And yet, despite the 
success which critical ethnography has already had in areas such as administration, comparative 
education, curriculum, early childhood, and vocational education (Anderson, 1989, p.258), it is 
not without its limitations, as a number of writers have made clear (e.g. Anderson, 1989; Lather, 
1986; Wexler, 1987).  
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One limitation which has concerned the writer of this paper in his attempts to come to grips 
with critical ethnography is the apparent undertheorising of the notion of social structure. 
Critical ethnography does not really say what social structure is nor how it can be accessed. In 
the literature and studies researched thus far, it is not made clear just how, methodologically, 
one can `deal with both broad social structural issues and issues of participants' social action in 
everyday life' (Angus, 1986b, p.66). One remedy to this situation, which also has come out of 
the ferment of postpositivism, can be found in the feminist sociology of Dorothy E. Smith 
(1987, 1990). In Smith's work, a more completely theorised, more useful and more powerful 
understanding of social structure and way of understanding people's discursive practices has 
been found. And indeed, this is particularly important in the current context of postmodernist 
challenges to critical work in educational research more generally (for example, Gore, 1991; 
Harding, 1987, 1990). What follows, then, is a further discussion of critical ethnography 
followed by an outline of Smith's feminist sociological approach and its implications for a better 
understanding of social structure. This is preceded by a more detailed outline of the writer's own 
research project. 
 
 
 The research project 
 
The research project being undertaken by his writer probes the changing nature of teacher 
education policy and provision at a site of higher education in Queensland across the decade 
1980 to 1990. The micro-politics of the reception of such policy is to be contextualized within a 
broader study of the social, cultural and economic forces acting on the site--especially as these 
are mediated by the state--across the "decade of change". Furthermore, exploration of the 
changes in teacher education at the chosen site is to be done with reference to the construction, 
reception and implications of two reports into teacher education which will work as signifiers 
defining the period under study. The policy documents, important in framing the practices of the 
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site across the period, are the Report of the National Inquiry into Teacher Education (August, 
1980, the "Auchmuty" Report) and Teacher Education in Australia: Report to the Australian 
Education Council (February, 1990, the "Ebbeck" Report). In this way, the writer's own higher 
degree research project modestly complements the research being undertaken in the Higher 
Education Policy Project. 
 
 
The research project being carried out, then, is essentially an ethnographic study of one teacher 
education institution with a central focus on the changes that have taken place in the way it has 
organised the content and delivery of teacher education over the period 1980 to 1990 in the 
context of policy shifts and broader social, cultural and economic change. In order to more 
completely understand and explain such changes at the micro-level of the particular institutional 
site, a methodology was needed which, on the one hand, had to overcome the problematic 
theoretical and ideological dimensions which not only underlie positivistic research approaches 
but interpretative approaches as well (Angus, 1986a) while, on the other hand, was capable of 
privileging a social justice agenda and of subjecting the researcher's own prejudgments to 
scrutiny. As already has been indicated, critical ethnography has provided some way forward in 
this regard. 
 
 
 Critical ethnography 
 
Maseman (1982) explains that: 
critical ethnography refers to studies which use a basically anthropological, qualitative, 
participant-observer methodology but which rely for their theoretical formulation on a 
body of theory deriving from critical sociology and philosophy. (Maseman, 1982, p.1) 
As has already been seen in the discussion thus far, this combination points to critical 
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ethnography's origins in the convergence between two largely independent trends in 
epistemology and social theory. The epistemological movement resulted from the shift in 
research paradigms from positivism to postpositivism (Anderson, 1989; Lather, 1986) and led to 
the adoption of phenomenological research methods in critical ethnography. Anderson (1989) 
explains that `Of all the qualitative research traditions available, ethnography most captured the 
imagination of researchers in the field of education' (1989, p.250). The paradigm shift also saw 
the development of interpretative movements in both anthropology and sociology which, in 
turn, influenced the formation of critical ethnography.  The result of these movements in both 
disciplines was to highlight the importance of symbolic action and, as Angus (1986b) notes, `to 
place human actors and their interpretive and negotiating capacities at the centre of analysis' 
(1986b, p.61).  
 
 
The influence of critical social theory on the development of critical ethnography is also very 
significant--perhaps more so than that of the epistemological development just discussed. At the 
same time as the ethnography "movement" was beginning in education, neo-Marxist and 
feminist social theorists in a range of social science disciplines began reacting against the 
economism, reductionism and gender blindness of orthodox Marxism. The "critical" thrust of 
their work raised, amongst other things, serious questions about the role of schools and 
education generally in the social and cultural reproduction of social classes, gender roles, and 
racial and ethnic prejudice in society (e.g. Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Bowles and Gintis, 
1976; Oakley, 1972). Anderson (1989, p.251), however, tells of the trap of overdeterminism in 
which many of these theorists found themselves and of how the interpretivist's focus on human 
agency and local knowledge offered a great deal of appeal. Thus, the marriage that ensued 
between critical theory and ethnographic research produced, in critical ethnography, a way of 
representing social reality that was `capable of providing social explanations sensitive to the 
complex relationship between human agency and social structure' (Anderson, 1989, p.251).  
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For critical ethnography, this relationship between human agency and social structure is seen as 
dialectical--a dynamic interplay in which each shapes and informs the other (Anderson, 1989; 
Angus, 1986a, 1986b; Maseman, 1982). In this way, as Angus (1986a) explains; 
If social structures, social relationships and organisations are seen as being in a continual state 
of `becoming', researchers will ask different questions about them than if they are trying 
to describe or even explain `what is'. (1986a, p.73) 
It is this feature of dialectical theory which enables it to explain the processes involved in the 
production, the reproduction and the destruction of particular organisational forms. Analysis of 
the processes through which human actors act is thus made possible from this theoretical 
standpoint. But, as Angus (1986a) reminds us: 
...the mechanisms by which organisational forms are produced, reproduced, transformed by 
organisational actors must occur within an existing social structure that both constrains 
and enables such action. Organisations...must be seen as constituent parts of wider social 
arrangements, yet they necessarily retain partial autonomy which may lead to tensions or 
"contradictions" between the parts and the whole. (Angus, 1986a, p.74) 
The point Angus is making here is that through the research approach of a dialectical, critical 
ethnography, the relationship between social behaviour and social structure can be addressed. 
As he argues in quoting Thomas (1983 in Angus, 1986a): 
A critical ethnography offers an opportunity to examine how participants in a given social 
setting actively create meanings that generate the human practices out of which 
structures emerge. In this sense the gap between micro- and macro-analysis dissolves, in 
that ethnography is necessarily a means of examining how social structure and 
interaction are connected. (Angus, 1986a, p.74) 
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Notwithstanding Angus's praiseworthy stance in attempting, through critical ethnography, to 
'expose the contradictions...that allow for the possibility of organisational and ultimately of 
social transformation' (Angus, 1986a, p.74), or indeed the goal of critical ethnography more 
generally which is to `expose the contradictions and delusions of liberal democratic education in 
order to create less exploitative social and economic relations' (Lather, 1986, p.70), there is the 
problem in critical ethnography, identified earlier in this paper, of a lack of definition of social 
structure and, equally importantly, of a lack of a theoretical understanding of how social 
structure can be accessed by the researcher. For instance, Angus (1986a) maintains that, 
An understanding of...organisations requires analysis of the connections between issues of 
everyday activity in specific [sites] and the broader, social, cultural and structural issues 
that relate to such interaction. (1986a, p.74) 
He does not say, though, how the level of the "everyday" is, and must necessarily be, connected 
to the level of broader structural relations. He advocates, for instance, that investigations of 
schooling, 
...should attempt specifically to illuminate the process and mechanisms by which the macro-
forces of the society-wide education system are both reproduced and mediated, through 
the everyday lived experience and perceptions of human agents, at the level of specific 
institutions (Angus, 1986a, p.75), 
but has not, himself, theorised that very relationship. It begs the methodological question of how 
researchers can access those macro-level structures as well as the conceptual question of the 
relationship between actor and structure.  
 
 
One theorist whose work provides a more complete and better theorised understanding of 
"subject" and "structure", and of how such stuctures can be accessed by the researcher and thus 
better understood in terms of their role in the relations of ruling in our society is Dorothy E. 
Smith (1987, 1990). What follows, then, is a brief outline of Smith's alternative sociology 
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followed by a focus on the way she has theorised the concept of social structure. 
 
 
 The feminist sociology of Dorothy E. Smith 
 
Smith's sociology provides an alternative to Establishment Sociology which, she argues, is 
implicated in what she calls the "relations of ruling" in our society--the social relations of 
patriarchy, capitalism and racism. Smith argues that, as a discipline, sociology developed with 
the emergence of corporate capitalism and its concomitant abstracted conceptual mode of 
organisation. In this context, a viewpoint of society and social relations was required that was 
"extralocal"; that is, `not situated in the local and particular places and not located in actual, 
particularistic social relation' (Smith, 1987, p.77). Thus, an `institutionalized form of knowledge 
and practice of social control developed (...in sociology in particular) that was externalized, 
objectified, and not locatable in a particular place, physical or social' (Smith, 1987, p.77). In this 
way, according to Smith, a sociology was created which had the capacity to transform actualities 
into the forms in which they could be thought of in the abstracted conceptual mode of ruling. 
So, people's practices, activities and words became transformed into "social roles", "norms" and 
"values". For Smith, when sociologists work in this mode, they "enter" people into the 
conceptual mode of ruling, thus denying them their subjectivity, and effecting their domination 
in society. It is in this way that the discipline of establishment sociology can be seen, from 
Smith's perspective, as a strategic part of the ruling apparatus of contemporary capitalist society. 
 
 
   In Smith's alternative sociology, the aim is to explicate the actual social processes and 
practices organising people's everyday experience from a standpoint in the everyday world. For 
Smith, this means a sociology that: 
...does not transform people into objects, but preserves their presence as subjects. It means 
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taking seriously the notion of a sociology concerned with how the phenomena known to 
sociology express the actual activities of actual individuals. It means exploring how 
these phenomena are organized as social relations, indeed as a complex of social 
relations beyond the scope of any one individual's experience. It means finding a method 
that does not begin with the categories of the discourse, approaching the actualities of 
the social world with a view to discovering in it the lineaments of the theoretical object. 
(Smith, 1987, p.151) 
What Smith's alternative sociology proposes, then, is an inquiry intended to disclose how 
people's activities are organised and how they are articulated to the social relations of the larger 
social and economic process. And by social relations, Smith is quite simply referring to 
`sequences of socially coordinated action in which many individuals unknown to one another 
may be active' (Smith, 1987, p.133). Thus, in an  understanding which reveals the influence of 
ethnomethodology on her work, Smith explains that `social relations...do not exist in an abstract 
formal space organised purely conceptually, but as determinate actual processes' (Smith, 1987, 
p.133).  
 
 
It is in this way that Smith begins to theorise the notion of social structure in society. For Smith, 
social relations are simply the sum of the multiplicity of human actions concerted into a 
particular sequence. This is in contrast to Angus for whom the `social structure...provides its 
own definitions and meanings' (1986a, p.74)--a view which suggests that social structures are 
almost autonomous from the daily practices of people. It is in this way that the dualist 
theoretical position adopted by Angus and others in the critical ethnographic tradition begins to 
break down. 
 
 
With Smith's sociology intended to disclose how everyday activities are organised and how they 
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are articulated to the social relations of the larger social and economic process, a method 
beginning from where women are as subjects has been developed. For, as Smith points out, `as 
subjects, as knowers, women are located in their actual everyday worlds' (1987, p.153). Smith 
hastens to add, however, that this is not to recommend a sociology concerned exclusively with 
the world of women's experience or with the subjectivity of the sociologist herself. What Smith 
is concerned with is that knowing is not transposed into the objective forms in which the subject 
and her actual experience and location are discarded. The way to ensure this, and to provide for 
subjects the means of grasping the social relations organising the worlds of their experience, is 
to focus on the problematic of the everyday world as a point of enquiry. 
 
 
For Smith, the problematic of the everyday world is that the inner determinations of the 
everyday world are not discoverable within it. The activities of individuals produce the social 
relations they live in but these social relations are only partially discoverable within the scope of 
the everyday world and the scope of an individual's daily activities. As Smith points out in a 
quite concrete manner, the problematic of the everyday world is, 
...the disconnected relations of people who live alongside one another in the same locality, but 
whose social relations are organised by social relations external to the local area and not 
appearing directly in it. (Smith, 1987, p.94) 
Since these external social relations comprise an immensely complex division of labour which 
knit local lives and local settings to national and international social, economic and political 
processes, the specialized work of the sociologist is necessary to explicate for members of the 
society the social organisation of their experienced world. In this way, Smith acknowledges the 
important and emancipatory role of the social researcher. 
 
 
Unlike establishment sociology, in which the everyday world is treated as a phenomenon, thus 
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constituting it as an object of sociological enquiry and thereby isolating it, defining the everyday 
world as the locus of a sociological problematic organises the inquiry for the sociologist and 
enables it to be related to the experience of members of the society as knowers located in actual 
lived situations. As Smith explains, the inquiry thus becomes a case of finding out: ` "how does 
it happen to us as it does?" How is this world in which we act and suffer put together?" ' (Smith, 
1987, p.154). Specialized investigation, though, is needed to fully disclose how the immediately 
experienced and the activities in which the immediately experienced arises are organised and 
given shape by broader social relations. It should be noted, too, that in this investigative 
endeavour, co-operation between the sociologist and those who want to understand the social 
matrices of their experience is paramount.  
 
 
It is at this point that the significance of Smith's work to an inquiry into any form of human 
activity becomes extremely important.  As has been seen, from Smith's theoretical standpoint 
the procedures of establishment sociology are problematic since they not only misrepresent the 
world through a sociological "third version" of accounts, but are implicated in the very relations 
of ruling in our society. Meanwhile, the "multiple perspectives" approach of much of 
postmodernism is too "wishy washy". As Smith argues, it is not enough to simply say "This is 
how it looks to me" when you want to tell someone how something works. `We want to be able 
to say with confidence that we can speak of it truthfully and faithfully' (Smith, 1987, p.122) and 
this rests on the possibility of one account invalidating another. Far from this being a "power 
play", as some postmodernists suggest (for example, Harding, 1983), investigations which 
follow this approach are exacting a more accurate and faithful account of how something 
actually works. So, it is Smith's understanding of the everyday world as problematic which 
appears to provide a better understanding of social structure in particular and a more 
convincingly theorised approach to social investigation--particularly vis-a-vis the problematic 
theoretical binary which the dialectical theory underpinning critical ethnography has led to. 
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 The research project in consequence 
 
This writer's research project into the nature of teacher education, teacher education provision 
and the changes teacher education has undergone in the higher education arena over a definable 
period of time can be understood through critical ethnographic enquiry, but would be 
strengthened by recourse to Smith's epistemology and alternative sociology. In attempting to 
understand the changes that teacher education went through over a ten year period in terms of 
the actual programs and provision of teacher education at the site, Smith's alternative sociology 
appears to be most apposite. For a start, teacher education, as one part of the broader education 
process in society is shaped by governmental policy imperatives and broader social, economic 
and political relations. From Smith's perspective, these broader, abstract determinants can be 
understood as the sum total of people's concerted actions; thus, the "way" into them, a method 
of understanding them and explicating the role they play in shaping teacher education provision 
and practice at the local site is through individuals' working knowledge of their everyday world-
-in this case, individuals at the local site whose daily activities and practices contribute to these 
broader social relations but also whose lives, activities and practices in teacher education are 
shaped by them. 
 
The research practice to emerge from Smith's concept of the everyday world as problematic, and 
translated to the needs of this writer's research project in higher education, involves an inquiry 
beginning with the standpoint of those at the local site who have largely been excluded from the 
"formulation" of teacher education policy and traditionally seen as responsible for its 
"implementation". In this context, senior faculty academic staff, course co-ordinators, academic 
members of key committees and certain teaching staff would be identified. The task would be to 
explore through them the relations organizing the everyday world of teacher education practice 
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as the matrix of their experience.  
 
 
 
The point of entry in this research procedure would be these staff members' experience of the 
work they did in relation to their role as teacher educators. By asking these participants to talk 
about their work, a wealth of descriptive material about particular teacher educators' local 
practices would result. While there is nothing new sociologically about this procedure of open-
ended interviewing, Smith notes that the use of such material needs to be distinctive and not 
merely that of standard sociology: 
Standard sociological analysis uses some method of coding and interpreting accounts to order 
the interview materials in relation to the relevances of the sociological and/or feminist 
discourses. These enable the interviews to be sorted into topics typical of the study 
population. In such a process, the standpoint of the women themselves is suppressed. 
The standpoint becomes that of the discourse reflecting upon properties of the study 
population. Characteristics of the study population become the object of the knower's 
gaze. (Smith, 1987, p.182) 
In terms of a distinctive use of such material, Smith advocates a method that would preserve 
throughout the standpoint of the excluded group. Thus she recommends a sequence of stages in 
the research in which it is important to locate the group's work practices in the actual relations 
by which they are organised and which they organise.  
 
 
Drawing on Smith's research practice (1987, p.183-185) for this researcher's project, the 
procedure could involve talking to lecturers and associate lecturers who actually taught the 
subjects in the course programs. Their accounts of the work they did in relation to educating 
teachers could then be examined for the ways in which they were articulated to the academic, 
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social and cultural organisation of the institution. That scrutiny could then establish the 
questions and issues for the second stage of research: interviewing senior faculty and university 
academic staff involved in the reception of such teacher education policy. The strategy would 
move from particular experiences to their embedding in the generalizing academic, social and 
cultural organisation of the institution. It would preserve a perspective in which one could look 
out from where one is, and from where the participants are, onto the larger landscape of 
organising and containing their daily practices in teacher education. 
 
Smith describes her research method as institutional ethnography: 
Institutional ethnography explores the social relations individuals bring into being in and 
through their actual practices. Its methods, whether of observation, interviewing, 
recollection of work experience, use of archives, textual analysis or other, are 
constrained by the practicalities of investigation of social relations as actual practices. 
(Smith, 1987, p.160) 
The stage-by-stage procedure in institutional ethnography of building enquiry on the basis of an 
excluded group's accounts enables them to be establishied as the standpoint from which aspects 
of the broader institution can be brought into view. Using this procedure, an educational 
researcher could go from a specifically located and characterised experience to an exploration of 
the relations by which that experience is organised and in which it is embedded. The movement 
of research, then, is from the account of a person's everyday experience as a member of an 
excluded group to `exploring from that perspective the generalizing and generalized relations in 
which each individual's everyday world is embedded' (Smith, 1987, p.185). In this way, social 
structure is able to be accessed through the practices of the social actors while the actors 
themselves, the "researched", are empowered by having their standpoint preserved and the 
problematic of their everyday world made evident. 
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 Conclusion 
 
This paper has discussed the theorising of social structure within newer approaches to 
postpositivist research in education. With the focus on the writer's own higher degree research 
into the reception of teacher education policy at a particular local site of teacher education 
provision in Queensland, two research approaches, chosen because of their privileging of a 
social justice agenda, were examined. The first, critical ethnography, was seen as providing a 
way forward in the research task but was also seen as being limited by its undertheorising of the 
notion of social structure. The second approach, institutional ethnography, developed out of the 
sociology of the feminist non-dualist theorist, Dorothy E. Smith, was seen as more adequate in 
terms of its more highly theorised understanding of social structure. This understanding, this 
paper argued, provides a methodological way for researchers to access the broader, more general 
and more elusive dimension of social structure. 
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